Main Text {#sec1}
=========

The world is in a state of shock. At the time of writing, the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic continues to sweep across the planet, disrupting manufacturing and supply chains, destroying livelihoods, and causing loss of life at a devastating scale. Whereas some nations are beginning to take the first tentative steps toward recovery, many remain firmly in the pandemic's grip, struggling to breath. Others are bracing themselves before the oncoming storm. Responses to the pandemic have varied from science based, sensible, and successful to inappropriate, negligent, and dangerous. Despite warnings, a lack of preparedness has been palpable, vulnerabilities within our global supply chains have been exposed, and the pandemic has, once again, laid bare the systemic inequalities that vein society. As the tide begins to recede in some parts of the world, many are looking to response strategies and future resilience, but pandemics are not the only threats we face.

Extreme Earth {#sec1.1}
-------------

The association of heatwaves, droughts, floods, and hurricanes with the continuing effects of climate change has become commonplace to the extent that it is easy to forget that not all extreme events are directly linked to our changing climate. COVID-19 is an extreme event---and a wake-up call. Much like climate and weather extremes, the pandemic is a shock outside the normal range and is disrupting the functioning of our natural, economic, and social systems, upon which our well-being depends.

The impact of any extreme event depends partly on its specific nature and intensity and partly on the resilience of our systems: their ability to anticipate, absorb, respond to, and recover from shocks. Short-sighted efforts to maximize efficiency and profit contribute to climate change and environmental degradation, which not only exacerbate societal inequalities and erode our systems' resilience but also increase the likelihood, frequency, and intensity of future extremes. The elevated risk of extreme events has become a systemic characteristic of the Anthropocene, and our increasingly complex and strained systems are not only struggling to cope but also, in some cases, catastrophically failing.

When It Rains, It Pours {#sec1.2}
-----------------------

Not only are extremes becoming increasingly likely, but their structure and impacts are also changing. The interrelated characteristics of human and natural systems and their enhanced vulnerability are resulting in shock cascades and compound events.

Extreme events were once isolated occurrences, but in a connected world, systems can fall like dominos. As noted in Gaupp's [Commentary](https://www.cell.com/one-earth/fulltext/S2590-3322(20)30261-X){#intref0010} in this issue, their impacts can rapidly travel along connecting nodes, and consequences can both mutate and become amplified in a place distant in both space and time. Our global food systems, already struggling to meet demand and inherently unstable as a result of market-power consolidation and complex trade networks, are particularly vulnerable to such cascades. In 2010, climate-induced crop failure in China, Russia, and Ukraine diminished global wheat supply, leading to price hikes. Tensions in the Middle East (a region already threatened by food scarcity at the time) escalated, contributing to civil unrest and the Arab Spring uprisings. This shock, triggered by weather extremes, originated in our natural systems yet resulted in socio-political turmoil that continues a decade later.

Of greater concern still is the magnified destructive power of compound extremes: synchronous or successive events that can surpass the most resilient of systems, overwhelm response plans, destroy essential infrastructure, and compromise the capacity of a system to recover. Over the past few months, concurrent with the debilitating effects of COVID-19, eastern India experienced its first super-cyclone in over 20 years; East Africa and Yemen are struggling to contain a desert locust upsurge while also experiencing conflict; the small Pacific Island countries of Fiji, Vanuatu, Tonga, and the Solomon Islands faced Tropical Cyclone Harold; eastern Australia was ravaged by unprecedented forest fires; and the North Atlantic is about to enter what is predicted to be an unusually fierce hurricane season.

These are not chance occurrences. Humanity's impact on the planet threatens to increase the likelihood of compound extreme events and trigger chain reactions. Addressing the primary cause through alleviating our pressure on Earth's systems is essential, but we must also enhance the resilience of human systems. International discussions and agreements are striving to restore the functioning of the natural world, and a systems-thinking approach could enable us to better identify and address the weaknesses within our global supply chains. But the systemic inequalities, injustices, and racism that characterize our social systems will prove to be the greatest challenge. The physical attributes of extremes inflict shocks and damages, and the instabilities of natural and economic systems exacerbate their effects. However, it is society that determines where extremes hit hardest.

We Are Not in This Together {#sec1.3}
---------------------------

Claims that we are each and all "in this together" in times of disaster are common. Yet this could not be further from the truth, and those who suggest otherwise are either willfully ignorant of or dangerously oblivious to the pervasive inequalities that define society. No matter the disaster---droughts, hurricanes, or pandemics---their effects are not distributed equally. They disproportionately affect marginalized communities: the poor, the vulnerable, and the disadvantaged. In a world where systemic racism is endemic to global inequality, this generally means that minority ethnicities suffer the most. The injustices of climate change and environmental degradation---the triggers for many extremes---are often framed in the context of a North-South divide, and for the most part, this is true. But the wealthier Global North is no utopia devoid of discrimination. The inequality gap in this part of the world is more akin to a yawning gulf, and disasters expose these disparities.

Impoverishment, economic exclusion, poor-quality housing, and a lack of access to health care accentuate susceptibility to the impacts of extremes. Decades of exclusion and entrenched segregation lock low-income minorities into vulnerable disinvested areas with a dearth of public services, poor air quality, and failing infrastructure. When disasters loom, these communities have a lower capacity to prepare for, cope with, and even flee the approaching storm. In the wake of extremes, overt racism has been implicated in the lack of timely aid, response, and recovery. When disasters strike, they can heighten these pre-existing inequalities. They make the poor poorer and the sick sicker. They can cast households already deprived of social and material resources into spirals of loss, which, as Lowe et al. discuss in one of this issue's [Commentaries](https://www.cell.com/one-earth/fulltext/S2590-3322(20)30258-X){#intref0015}, can exacerbate mental-health risks.

15 years ago, Hurricane Katrina tore into New Orleans. 120-mph winds and an 8-m-high storm surge unleashed devastation, and both the immediate impacts and long-term recovery have been characterized by extreme economic and racial inequalities. A decade and a half later, the city's White population has nearly returned to pre-Katrina levels; the African American population, however, has been considerably reduced. The long-term recovery is also characterized by an increased earnings gap between Black and White residents and disproportionate mental-health burdens shouldered by Black residents.

Today, the COVID-19 pandemic is revealing what is now a sickeningly familiar mosaic of systemic racism. In the UK, people from the Black, Asian, and minority ethnic (BAME) groups have a 10%--50% higher risk of death than White Britons. In the US, African Americans have reportedly died from the disease at almost three times the rate of White people. This is no coincidence or peculiarity. This is yet another symptom of the ethical corruption of our social systems. These are not isolated events. This is systemic discrimination.

The Chaos after the Storm {#sec1.4}
-------------------------

Extreme events are going to get worse. Our preparedness, resilience, and response to them must get better. For too long, disaster response has focused on short-term support, the repair of physical infrastructure, and the White and wealthy. As discussed in this issue's [Voices](https://www.cell.com/one-earth/fulltext/S2590-3322(20)30254-2){#intref0020} article, the recovery process takes years and is more a case of livelihood restoration than a simple provision of shelter. More support must be offered to minority communities, women, and children. Decentralized decision making with a focus on community-level response and rehabilitation rather than centralized power at the national level is needed. And the recovery and enhancement of social infrastructure---social ties, trust, and community cohesion---are crucial.

A systems approach to understanding and responding to extremes is necessary, but more interdisciplinary research that explores the justice dimensions of extreme events and myriad other climate-change impacts is essential. Such research is an important component of addressing vulnerabilities, developing equitable disaster response strategies, and informing the policies needed to dismantle long-established systems of oppression and injustice that recent extreme events have laid bare.
